Speak Up or Burn Qut Five Crucial
Conversations that Drive Educational Excellence

By David Maxfield

A little more than fifty years ago, forest service smoke jumpers learned that in certain crucial

circumstances the best way to save their lives was to do something outrageously contrary to their

natural tendencies.

In August of 1949, fifleen men parachuled into 2 moeuntainous area of
Montana o pul out a growing fire. Within minules, the fire exploded out
of control, spreading al 660 feet per minute and threatening to constme
the firefighters. Fourteen of the men turned away from the fire and ran
for the ridge. One did not. He turned toward the approaching infermo
and set the grass in front of him on fire. As the grass finished burning
he yelled for his comrades to drop onio the resulting ashes to save their
lives. In the end, he was the only survivor,

Teachers often find themselves caught in the fire. Challenges such as
overcrowded classrooms, poor adminisirative and parental support, loss
of control in the classroom, and bureaucralic red tape are enough to
make any teacher want to abandon the fight for educational excellence
and run for the ridgeline, But we can't sutrun these fires. With research
showing that one in thiee educalors report sliess-relaled problems,
teachers who run from the flames end up burned out. Additionally,
running from the flames not only sacrifices educational excellance, it
actually puls a teacher's health and carcer at risk,

When we 1elreal, we cross a line belween simple shress and more serious
burnout. In burnout, our relationships become increasingly depersonalized
and we hecome chronically pessimistic. As we withdraw from our
relationships and grow convineed of our own poweriessness, we enler a
dovwnward spiral of pessimisin that can feel impossible to escape.

Teachers in or approaching bumout suffer depleted enerqy, lowered
resistance to iliness, increased absentegism, and decreased
elfectiveness on the job. Consequently, everyone suffers when teachers
are trapped in this eycle of stress, withdrawal, and bumout,

But not all teachers are consumed in this cycle. Some cope well and
remain resiiient in the same environments thal overwhelm others. Wa
surveyed more than four hundred educators, and discovered that nearly
one in five have figured out how fo approach even the totghest fires and
quench therm. We can fear from their successes.

I tuins oul that A key Lo coping with strass in the classroom is to

Iake action akin to running toward the fire rather than running away.
specifically, the best way to fight the creeping depersonalization and
pessimisin that underlie burnout is to take active steps 1o address and
resolve the problems that threaten 1o consume us.

This path begins with investing the time and effort to hold five crucial
conversations, In our research, we leamed thal leachers can master the
stressors in their environment by engaging more consistently and more
effectively in five conversations that are common, impactful, and, too
often, undiscussabie.



The five crucial conversations that diive educational excellence while

preventing teacher burnout address 1he issues of:

Unsupportive school leaders. Many school principals and
« assistant principals are incredibly supportive. They work hard
fo remove obsiacles, cul through red tape, and gel leachers the
resources they need. However, when one or more of these school

leaders is not supportive, they create high levels of siress and prevent
teachers from being as successful as they could be. One leacher we
interviewed shared the following:

“One of my assistant principals is very unsupportive. For example,
when { send a student fo fis office due to behavior in class. he sends
him back withoul telling me what aclion he's taken, The student often
escalales again and spends more time in the hallway by this assistant
principal’s office. When I've discussed this with the assistant principal,

"

he says, You can assume | did imy job.”

Nearly two-thirds of the teachers we surveyed reported having one or
more schoot [eaders who are unsupportive. This lack of support creales
stress, makes leachers” jobs more difficult, and threatens the morale of
the entire staff.

But the problem isn't just hat teachers encounter unsupportive school
leaders. The problem is made worse by how teachers handle this

polilically sensitive situation. According to the survey results:

o 50 percent of teachers say they discuss unsupporlive leaders with
friends and family.

o More than 66 percent share their concerns with fellow teachers.
 Only one in five share their full concerns with the unsupportive leader,

Those rare leachers who tum toward the fire and have the crucial

conversation with their leader are iwice as likely to get the supporl they
need. And, not surprisingly, they also end up significantly more salisfied

with the work environment in their schools,

Teachers who are failing in their classrooms. Teachers
« are often the first to know when one of their peers is failing

in the classroom. They see or hear visible signs of conflict, they hear
complaints from students and/or parents, and they often witness for
themselves the poor teaching or classroom management behaviors. One
teacher shared the following

“For a year L worked with a teacher who had retired from another
stale and had taken a position here [0 pad her retirement. She had
1o classrooni management, rapport with the students, or direction
with curricutum. Itwas a pretly bleak picture considering this was the

career she had just relired from. | hink she wantad the cake without
having to do any of the cooking!”

More than three-quariers of the leachers we surveyed reported having
one or more peers who are failing in the classroom. These leachers sea
the impact of failure, which includes poor student learning, more work
for ather teachers, and increased stress for all

But the vast majority of teachers run away from this fire, not toward
it. Only 13 percent have the crucial conversation and share their full
concerns with the failing teacher,

We wondered whether some of e teachers who are not hiaving this
crucial conversation might be discussing the problem with a school
leader instead—perhaps counting on the school leader to correct the
situation. We found that 35 percent of the leachirs refer the problem to
a school leadsr and ask them to intervene. But only hall of ihese school
leaders follow up with Ihe tailing teacher,

The teachers who step up to this crucial conversation and resolve the
prablem with their failing peers are significantly more satislied with
their school, more committed 1o staying at the school, more engaged as
teachers, and less cynical about the education process.

8 Teachers who let their peers down. Teachers don't just work

« With students, They work wilh olher leachers both within their
department and across the school. They collaborate on curriculum
issues, leam leaching, and a widle variely of critical issues including
distipline. And more than two-thirds of teachers feel dissatistied with the
performance of one or more of their peers. For example:

“I'm currenily sharing middle schooi band rehearsals with our 5th
and 6th grade director. She fs frequently fate for rehearsals and not
prepared for her rehearsal responsibilities. It s difficuit to de vetap
expectations and consistency for the students it the divector doesn't
demaonsirate this herself, "

This kind of poor performance has consequences. The top three cited by
teachers are increased problems for school leaders, peers, and parents.
Yel fewer than one in five teachers has had the crueial conversation with
their paer. The few teachers who spealk up and share their full concerns
with a non-performing peer are mWMﬂ
solving the problam.

Parents who fail to support learning. Parents play a large
4. rﬁmmU student learning,
encouraging good student behavior, and supporting their children's
teachers. Seventy percent of teachers are currently struggling with
parents who are failing to do their part lo support their child's education.
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As one teacher shared,

"I recently had a student who found out thal his biclogical Father
was not the person he knew as dad. It led fo an ugly divorce, The
studenl’s mother is an emotional wreek, and she has lold her son
that neither his “dad” nor his hiological father wants anything to do
hat this s

with hin. It is no surprise | dident has zero seii-esteem and

is acting out inn my class.

Teachers describe the top three impacts of an unhelpful parent as
preventing the student from learning, creating problems and strass for
the teacher, and creating problems for school leaders, Bul only a third
of these ieachers have had the crueial conversation with the parent.
Teachers who confront and resolve their concems with unsupportive
parents are significantly more satistied with their school and more
confident that they are making a difference,

Students who have behavioral problems. Some sludenis are
5- more ready and willing to learn than others. Some are inleresled,
disciplined, and able 1o follow through. However, 86 percent of e teachers
in our study struggle with at least two students who are easily dishacted,
exhibil behavioral problems, and gat in the way of their own learning. From

our interviews

"l see students frying to get other students” attention and fhinking

itis cool lo lalk back or act up. | also see students acting up due fo
siluations in their lives, such as family, fiends, or medications. | also
see students who can't deal with situations at home before they come
lo school. They can get so upsel that wihen you simply remind them to
sit up they start screaming.”

Of course these problem students create problems for others., The top
consequences teachers cite are:

@ The behavior inhibils the student’s own learming.
® The behavior makes the teacher's job more difficulf,
e The behavior makes it difficult for other students to learn,

The behavior creates stress and tension in the classroom,

Bul when it comes to problem students, there is good news. Unlike
the pravious four situations, teachers generally step up to this crucial
conversation. Two-thirds of teachers share their full concerns with
the problem student, and 71 percent say ihis discussion drives
improvements in the student’s behavior.

If these teachers would take the same initiative to have skiflful
discussions with unsupportive principals, assistant principals, fellow

teachers, and parents, they would improve students’ learming, create a
hetter work environment, and reduce stress,

A Few Tips to Get Started

These crucial conversalions can be tricky t0 navigate. Sharing congerns
with & school leader, confronting a poor performing colleague, and
dealing with an unsupportive paren! all require skill, We've spent
thousands of hours watching what leachars and other professionals do
to succeed in these dicey moments, Here arc g few lew approaches that will
reduce € your ﬂrtJ S and increase your chance of a good oulcome,

Don’t walt till you're angry. Less skillful people put off handling
Lruuai issues until they're on the verge of losing their temper.

For example, an assistant principal has heen on your case about

an important student festing issue for weeks. Your patience is
diminishing. You feel unappreciated, blamerl, and defensive. Now

is not the time fo talle-—but unfortunately, it's in these emo lionally
charged moments that most people finally speak up. The time to talk
is when you see the problem emerging and have not yel become
W ym\feme(alnnputmofmjre. Sl 1(] these issues and
you'll start dealing with them when the

2. Ask the humanizing guestion. When confronting a colleague
who's not pulling his or her weight, don’t open your mouih until
you've opened your mind. When others let us down we make
matters worse by villainizing them in our minds. We may feil
ourselves that they are

alfish, egolistical, lezy, eic. Sometimes
these judgments happen so quickly that we aren't even conscious
of them. I you find yourself Insing patience with the person with
whom you need 1o have & crucial conversation, it may be a sign
you need to change your view of tham before you starl to talk. Turn
them from a villain into a human by asking yourself, “Why would a
reasonable, rational, decent person do what they're doing?” When
you see them as a person with a flaw rather than a villain with no

saul, you'll approach them far more effectively.

3. Start with safety. Begin your crucial conversation by finelingg
common ground. Demonstrate respect for the other person. Point
out goals andl interests the two of you share. When yout do this
before diving into a deep discussion of the problems, you creale a
condition of salely that enables healthy dialogue. When you fail to
do this, you commonly provoke defensiveness, Creating safely is the
key for succeoding al crucial conversations.
huild healthy refationships (hey can draw on when under stress,

Teachers who do it best
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4. Eliminate excuses. We found thai ile most common reason
teachers don'l hold crucial conversalions is that they lell

themselves, “It's not my job.” For example, a leacher appears
incompetent at her duties. A teacher who sees this colleague’s
problem most clearly is in the best position Lo give her helpful
feedback. But he doesn't. Why? Because “It's not his job.”
Interestingly, il isn'l just teachers who tend to make this excuse
for not speaking up. Administiators, district managers, and just
ahout everyone found a way to rationalize away their responsihility
to speak up. Those who are best at holding crucial conversations
don't consider whether it's in iheir job description fo speak up,
they consider whether it's in their inlerest to voice their CONCems.

Consequently, they tend speak up far more frequently.

. Dialogue not monologue. Finally, the most skillful teachers
we studied have a different goal in their crucial conversations.
The less skillful come at the conversation as though it is
a monologue. Their goal is to speak Whelr minds and their
hope is the other person is committed to hearing them. This

{2 ]

egocentric approach o crucial conversations inevitably provokes
defensiveness, eventually convineing the leacher it was a waste
of time to even try. Teachers who seek out dialogue experience
the reverse. When they come 1o the conversation willing to share
their views but are sincerely interested in the perspective of
others—in fact, intensely curious about others’ realities—they
frequently experience what they enacl. Their openness inviles
openness in others. Thelr willingness to be wrong makes it safe
for others to admit to shorteomings. When your goal is dialogue
rather than monologue, your crucial conversations lead to mutual
learning rather than dueling defenses.

The environment In our schools is not likely to hecome less stressful in
the near future. In facl, we may see an increased level of stress. The
good news is that teachers who light the natural human tendency to
respond (o slress by retreating from action and refationships can do a lot
to keep siress from building into bumout. Requiarly engaging in healthy
crucial conversations that strengthen relationships, improve teamworlk,
and influence positive change can be enormously helpful in not only
avolding being consumed, but also in restoring much of the meaning and
joy that attracted teachers to sducation in the first place.

David Maxfield is coauthor of the Mew York Times bestseller, nfluencer:

The Power to Change Anything. He is also a sought-alter speaker
and consullant, and leading researcher al VitalSmarts, an inaovalor in
corporate lraining and organizational performance. www.vitalsmarts.com

Speak Up or Burn Qut



